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This paper explores how print media in Northern Belgium are discursively constructing meanings to 
youth, sexting and digital media. As the everyday lives of young people are heavily mediated, social 
media applications such as Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat are popular and accessible for youth. 
They offer platforms to connect with peers, perform their identities and experiment with sexualities 
(Mediaraven & LINC, 2016). The digitization of young people’s everyday life worlds, their intimacies in 
particular, are currently a site of public interest. Since 2015, we observed a significant rise in the 
number of print articles published on youth, sexuality and digital media. We discuss this increased 
public interest in relation to the emergence of sexting in Northern Belgium; sexting appeared as a new 
word, which created a particular language to talk about young people sharing self-produced sexual 
materials in digital media. News stories started focusing on sexting by highlighting the potential risks 
and harm sexting might cause to young people. The role of mass media representations of sexting have 
been, despite its  significance, only rarely been studied (Hasinoff, 2013). Most research has focused on 
young people’s uses of social media (Ringrose, 2011; De Ridder & Van Bauwel, 2013; Cedillo & Ocampo, 
2016). Although these studies have contributed to our understanding of sexual behavior in the context 
of digital media, knowledge on the cultural discourses surrounding youth, sexuality and social media 
are crucial to understand the broader digitization of youth culture.     
This paper is theoretically informed by Döring’s (2014) study in which she concludes there is a  binary 
opposition in academic research in which sexting is either discussed as a ‘deviant’ practice or as 
‘normal’. A ‘deviance’ discourse frames sexting as a new type of deviant, sexualized behavior in digital 
youth cultures that comes along with many risks. A ‘normalcy’ discourse interprets sexting as a 
‘normal’ part of young people’s sexual development. This paper adopted Döring’s conceptual 
framework to understand how youth, digital media and sexting was made sense of in Northern Belgian 
print media discourses. 
The results that will be discussed in this paper are informed by a textual analysis of 232 news articles, 
written within a time span of 1 January 2009 until 31 December 2016. We analyzed these articles by 
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using a textual analysis, mainly because of its flexibility and openness as a method (Dhaenens & Van 
Bauwel, 2017). First, we started with an initial reading of these articles. We inquired into how youth 
sexting was described either within  the ‘deviancy’ or ‘normalcy’ discourse. Further, we critically 
analyzed the text by paying specific attention to gender and agency: we analyzed how femininities and 
masculinities were implicitly or explicitly made meaningful in those print articles, and looked how 
‘responsibility’ in relation to sexting was constructed.  
The results show that public discourses in Northern Belgium newspapers and news magazines are 
mainly articulating youth sexting as deviant behavior that is related to risks; such as the unwanted 
distribution and/or circulation of private sexts, (cyber)bullying by peers and criminal charges. This 
deviance discourse is strongly linked with a gendered representation of youth who engage in sexting. 
Young girls are portrayed as ‘thoughtless victims’ and boys as ‘sexually aggressive predators’. This leads 
to a very one-sided discourse where young girls, due to their ‘naivety’, are depicted as the only victims 
of sexting. The victimization of girls comes also together with the criminalization of boys. Through the 
use of alarming terms, this deviance discourse reinforces the message that sexting is turning young 
boys into criminal convicts and young girls into passive victims. Assuming that young people, especially 
young girls, are incompetent of having any form of sexual agency (Angelides, 2013), is denying the 
sexual development and capability to act as autonomous individuals of young people.  
This paper concludes that print media discourses in Northern Belgium are paying very little attention 
to consensual sexting. Because print articles are focusing on the risks of sexting, they ignore the fact 
that sexting can also be consensual (Döring, 2014). This ‘deviancy’ discourse adds to the generally 
intolerant attitude towards sexual self-representation of youth through social media, leading to 
stigmatizing youth who sext, thereby silencing crucial discussions on consent (De Ridder, 2017). 
Besides, the representation of young people is mainly heteronormative and white, there is no place 
for discussing the sexual experiences of LGBTQ-youth or ethnic-cultural minorities. As such, print 
media discourses on sexting assume that all young people are at risk and have the same experience. 
Consequently, young people’s diverse identities are denied.  
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